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A poem is the very image of life 
expressed in its eternal truth. 


—Percy Bysshe Shelley 


Rounding Off 


Astronomers tell us 
there’s 2 trillion galaxies 
in the universe, 

that if our Milky Way 
would vanish, two trillion 
would still remain; 


that there’s 100 billion stars 
within our galaxy, of varied light 
and size, 

that our golden sun is 

average, insignificant, 

and if it burst in super- 

nova, there’d be 

one hundred billion stars. 


You tell me that there’s 

8 billion people 

on our planet, 

and if you abruptly passed away, 
there’s still eight billion 

fucking people. 


| pick up my guitar and gently 
croon, a troubadour 

of trite clichés, 

that the kisses from your lips 
are one-of-a-kind, 


that no one else could bring to birth 
the love | feel for you. 


But our mood begins to sour 
once we think about our 

city, that its signs of population 
never change— 


when a daughter’s 
life is snuffed, 


when a father’s just been 
knifed along the street, 
blood a swell beneath him, 


that the heralds 
of demarcation 
insist their tally 

is the same, 

that five hundred 
thousand souls 
are yet among us; 


that if | plunged 

from our tallest building 
in front of iPhones 

and the mayor, 


the stubborn city limits 
would imply 
I’d never been born, 


buried in half-a-dozen 

feet of commonplace, 

that the mortician’s 

only sobbing 

so he'll get a bigger tip, 

that he’ll be unable 

to summon my name 

a measly week or two from now. 


But unbeknownst to us, 
in the forgettable village of 
Sputz, 


population 74, 


farmer Steve 

fell off his tractor 

while it furrowed, 

that his head had hit a stone, 
that someone repainted the 
sign, mere minutes after death, 


that Mrs. Parker’s 
having twins, 
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a grand occurrence, 


that they’ll badger 
Rand McNally, 


demand their numbers be up- 
dated, 


that their watersheds 
are never 
unacknowledged, 


that the Reeve 
will be a drunkard 
at the feast, 


that they’ll ignite 
the biggest fireworks 
our stars have ever seen. 


2023 


It’s obvious to state 

that, last time around, 
the ‘20s were 

merrier, 

at least for the Caucasian 
persuasion— 


no Mariupol 
razed to rubble, 
mutation 

of a monstrous 
plague; 


no war against 
the woke, 
inflation 
running amok. 


So Ill lift my 
Chardonnay, 
offer toast 
to the dance 
of yore: 


the Charleston, 


during which 
I’d have clumsily 
tripped; 


to the Flapper 
who’d slap my face 
had | asked for a 
tempestuous kiss, 


to my new Model T 
in the ditch, 

the get a horse! 
from a passer by; 


and to all those 
movies 

forever mute, 
their world in 
monochrome, 


their sky a 

gloom of grey 
despite asun 

and its golden roar. 


The Box 


It may have held 

a sewing machine, 
perhaps a set of 
dishes 

we won’t remember 
ten years hence, 

both denoting labour, 
the drudgery of 

the habitual, 

failing to take a lesson 
from our cat who stays 
asleep, within her cardboard 
hovel, willing to spend 
forever 

in the commonly 
tossed away, proclaiming 
through her repose 
we’re unable to see 
perfection 

in the otherwise 

torn and folded, 

taped 

good and shut 

along the middle. 


The Deck 


You’ve been 

bluffing your way 

through our friend- 

ship, the wine you’ve 
swigged in minutes 
making its naked presence 
known, 


that the joker 

is worth 

an even dozen, 
one-up on my 
ace of hearts, 

for he vows to 
make us laugh 

at this time of 
unspoken amour, 


your royal flush 

in the house of cards 
we’ll construct with 
trembling hands, 


while love is concealed 
like the side of the moon 
that dares not show its face, 


veiled in the 
kitchen window, 
withholding 
its fevered glow. 


The Warning 


The piece of paper 

is crookedly taped 

to the front 

of the Westinghouse: 


No running shoes 
in the dryer! 


Abrupt. 

No explanation. 
No exceptions for 
circumstance. 


No revealing of the 
guilty person 

who’d undoubtedly 
spawned this sign, 
though somebody 

did the deed, gave birth 
to this heated note. 


There might as well be 
This means you! 
scrawled 

beside the text, 
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though there’s no plan 
of defiance 
on my part, 


that | never wash my shoes 
in the first place, 

that a dryer 

might somehow shrink them 
half-a-size. 


| imagine that the machine 
had broken down, 

that a repairman had been 
summoned, that he arrived 
to fish the sneakers out 

at 3:15am, 


that some selfish prick 
at the top of the stairs 
had ignored the hours posted, 
in this ever-creepy basement, 


knew the clunk-clunk-ka-bang! 
would never wake him 

later, believed 

it was the problem 

of the pensioner, 


living adjacent 

to the laundry room, 

in one of those lousy, cobwebbed 
suites with cheaper rent, 


that it aroused her 
German shepherd 
who’d begun 

to bark a storm, 
stirring the others 
in this walk-up 
from their slumber, 


except the 
thoughtless ass 
serenely soothed, 
forty-five feet above, 


head tilted back 
on his pillow, 
the snug of 
headphones on, 


hearing the calm 


of gentle waves, 
their kiss on island sand, 
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half a planet away, 


one in which its denizens 
walk barefoot every day, 


evading stones 
and Lego blocks 
like land mines laid in war, 


that runners 
never fit them 
to begin with. 
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End of the Month and Last in Line 


I’m ready to strangle the Methuselah 
who’s been monopolizing the only 
available teller at the bank since it 
opened this miserable morning. 


| grit my teeth as he quibbles about 

a dollar he’s been cheated out of 

on his bill, complains about his dentures, 
how expensive they were, then decides 
that now is the time to deposit all of the 
loose change he’s hoarded for decades, 
in empty peanut butter jars, pouring it 
onto the counter like a dump truck 
unloading gravel and then inquiring 

if he can leave the 88 jars of Skippy here 
for recycling, that he’s hauled them down 
in a little red wagon he’s had since he was 
a kid. 


Perhaps the other tellers 

called in sick, knew that today would bring 
a deluge of those lamenting over their rent, 
that their cheques need to be cashed 

and they’ve left their ID at home— 

a two-hour bus ride though in my rage 

| imagine them all getting out of a limo, 
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nonchalantly, telling the driver to keep the 
meter running, that they’Il be heading out 
for lunch to the fanciest diner in town. 


I’m convinced that a fresh layer of stratum 
has been laid since the time | first arrived, 
that another endangered species 

has gone extinct, that the chipmunks 

have evolved with sharper claws, ones 
that bury their cache of nuts a furlong 
underground, 


that the grandchild of the little girl 

who fed them is out of college, assigned 

to oversee the first manned mission 

to the Pleiades, making sure the astronauts 
understand the perils of stasis, 
weightlessness, that the recycling of urine 
has come a long way, 


that according to relativity 

they will age at a different rate than 
the rest of us, that by the time their 
descendants return this place will be 
a mile in the sky, flying cars a reality 
at last, that the Federal Reserve 

was forced to renovate around me— 
fossilized, worth my weight in gold. 
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Poetasters 


I’ve been told to never use heart 
ina poem. 


It’s worn, archaic, schmaltzy— 
used by all the doggerelists 
this workshop leader 

has warned us about. 


It’s right up there with soul, love, yearning. 


If it’s in the poem you’re working on, 
she begins to thunder, cut it out!— 
using the image of a paring knife 
which seems a tad cliché 

(if | do say so myself), 

wondering how much rent she pays 
atop Mount Hypocrite. 


| check her curriculum vitae 

at the break— 

stealthily, like a covert anti-lyrist 
attempting infiltration, 

masking the use of my smartphone 
as if I’m an iambic James Bond, 


praying she doesn’t suspect a thing 
while the others are out for coffee, 
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a smoke, obvious signs of stress 
while interacting with a demi- 
god: one who judges, demeans 
your silly muse, encourages your 
toil at a day job that’s been dull, 
monotonous, sucks your spirit 
to the bone. 


She’s also wise to the way 

we would-be bards cloak banality, 
catches my synonym for my psyche 
masquerading as my sou/— 

which, by the way, is counting down 
the hours till this hellish experience 
is done, wondering if | can duck 

out for an afternoon root canal. 


When we finally reconvene, she rails 
against the light, how every single poet 
and their grandmother’s fucking dog 
keeps spouting its tired truth, 

and if she hears the word shard 

just one more time, 

she’ll break the user’s neck 

like it’s a fragment of fragile glass. 


| wonder who it was that broke her heart 
(sorry, | mean vascular organ); 
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if she’s ever been kissed 

under the shine of a faithful moon; 

if she’d know what it’s like to have 

a mother die in her arms when she’s only 
seventeen, and a father who'd fled at five. 


At the close, I’m the first to offer what’s 
written, wanting to get it over with, 

my teeth chattering like a typewriter 
on speed, my hands quaking 

as if all the tectonic plates 

were having sex, 


the birdie in my treetop 

fleeing at that moment— 

terrified, vaporous, out an open window 
with several cracks all down the middle, 
believing it was to break 

into a million little pieces, 


unable to reflect 


a summer sun 
that’s no longer welcome here. 
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Multitasking 


You come home smelling 

of Export A, saying you’ve had a 
stressful week, had a 

cigarette in the car 

as you sped along the streets, 
getting nothing but lucky greens. 


When | play the role of 
skeptic, asking how 

you lit a smoke, 

kept your hands 

upon the wheel, watched out 
for errant kids, 

you Say you can walk 

and chew gum 

at the same time. 


I’ve never seen you do it, 
that the /ast time you had 
a pink Bazooka 


it was stale, bereft of all its 

flavour, that the comic strip enclosed 
wasn’t funny—that Joe 

had jumped the shark, 


that I’d kept it in my pocket 
half-a-year, 


that you were sitting 
on the couch, viewing Days 
of Our Fucking Lives. 


I’ve watched you mop the 
floors, bulky headphones 

on, dancing to Bruno Mars 
like a sotted college frosh; 


and the time you did the dishes, 
reciting all your lines, 

from the play that was up- 
coming, effervescent 

suds upon your nose, 

upstaging the final act. 


| knew a postman 

who chomped his Wrigley’s 
every morning on his route, said 
a barking cocker spaniel 

had induced a sudden gulp, 

that he swallowed as he tripped, 
just minutes before his lunch; 


that his appetite was lost, 
that the gooey thing 


fermented in his gut, 
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that sweet & sassy cherry 
had lingered on his tongue, 
that it lasted thirty days; 


that he kept 

his wife awake 

throughout the night, 

that it somehow worked its way 
back up his throat, reviving 

a vexing habit as he slept: 


the grating smack of chewing, 
the breath of exhalation, 

the pop from blowing bubbles 
in his dreams. 
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Rodentia 


My landlady is ranting 
about the squirrels, 
how they dig up all her flowers, 


calling them tree rats, 


that all of us would hate them 
if it weren’t for their tails, 
how bushy they are, 


their skill at being cute, 
adorable, the way 
in which they nibble. 


| try to give them credit: 

that they don’t crawl 

out from the sewers, 

pillage our provisions, 

leave dark droppings on our floor. 


Name a plague traced back 
to squirrels, 
the time they carried fleas, 


stowed away 
on Spanish galleons, 


kindled contamination. 
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In addendum 
| mention Willard, 


its sequel in’72, 

remind that Ben goes hand-in-hand 
with Michael Jackson, whose life 
was a horror all its own. 


Yet | still admit defeat, 
that no one’s ever 
crooned to a bounding 
squirrel, 

that it would never 
top the charts, 

be in a position 

to redeem, 


rain disdain 
on those below 
who curse its splendour. 
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Dedication 


We’ve noted that the 
crossing guard on the corner 
has never left his station, 
when the school a block away 
is brimmed with kids. 


Every time we’re peeking through 
a crevice in the blinds, go for walks 
around the crescent 


there he is—that he’s adopted 
the mailman’s creed, that rain 
or snow or heat or gloom 

won't make a bloody difference, 
that he’s never missed a day 

in thirty years, ducked out 

for a cup of coffee, ran back 

to his abode for an untimely 
bathroom break. 


What everyone admired 
morphed to being 

weirded out, seeing him there 
on Saturdays, 

even Sundays— 

when there isn’t a soul in sight. 
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You’ve heard a story from our 
neighbour, that he was half-a-minute 
late, one misty Monday morning 
back in 1993, 


that a boy had tried to beat 
the flashing light, 

that he was struck 

by a turning car, that when the 
rookie guard arrived— 
panting, breathless, 

aching from a frantic 

sprint, the boy was spurting blood, 
that the driver just took off, 
that the moment the medics 
showed, he was dead, held 

in the arms of his sentinel 

too numb to shed a tear, 


that the family never sued, 
the hit-and-runner 

never caught, 

that he wasn’t fired 

from his job. 


There’s also those who’ve spied him 
in a glowing, orange vest, 
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in the midst of midnight fog— 
vigilant, alert, 

standing still at his usual 

spot, stop sign at the ready, 


looking left and right as though 
a child needs to cross— 


a belated ghost, perhaps, 
worried Mrs. Henderson 

will keep him after class, 

call his drunken mother saying 
this was the final straw. 
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Playing Scrabble with Janine 


This is the final 
round of Scrabble 
that we’ll ever play together. 


You take it much too seriously, 
I’ve thought but never said, 
furious if you lose— 

with me, with yourself, 

but mostly just with me, 


that | took the row of spaces 

you'd reserved within your mind, 
that you resent my gleeful plopping 
of my ZA with triple score, 


grumbling nobody 

orders a “za” with extra cheese, 
that I’d sound like an idiot 

if | called, the cooks at Pizza Pizza 
thinking | was stoned. 


It’s there in the Player’s 
Dictionary, see it for yourself, 
and that’s when you lay your 
BLEZKA on the board, 

saying that’s 21 for you, 
jumping in the lead, 
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knowing I’m running out of 
options, that the bag is out of tiles, 
that I’ve scanty letters left, 
that | may as well concede. 


You say that I’m ungracious 
when | challenge your use 

of the “word,” asking you 
what it means, your mouth 
beginning to froth 

when | consult the Mirriam- 
Webster, stretch my hand 

to the shelf above, 

to see what Oxford says, 
then whipping out my smart- 
phone, immersed in a google 
search, coming up with nothing 
that is close. 


You know we’re playing in 

English, that I'll have to launch 

a protest, asking once again 

for definition, hoping for something 
other than silence. 


At last you choose to comply, 
in diffidence and in blush: 
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Blezka is what people do in bed, 
as a pair or ménage-a-trois, 
that all the sailors said it 

while off to fight a war, 

looking forward to their furloughs, 
that partners who were willing 
made a signal at each port, 
with two fingers and a thumb, 
that there was never 

a sense of sin 

since tomorrow they would die. 


| then ask why you didn’t play sex 
when | saw you had the letters, 
three or four turns before. 


You whimper that you’d done so, 
way back in junior high, 

that Ken had misconstrued, 
expected something else 

after you’d offered him a Coke. 


| scribble down the score 
you've falsely claimed, 
wishing for this afternoon 
to end, that | have better 
things to do than tally lies. 
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Well my final set of letters 
happen to form the perfect word, 
with help from a jutting E, 

that it will garner me 

the victory | deserve, 


that CHEATER 

is much too good 

to be true, 

that it would send you, 

my friend, a message, 

that I’m wise to your wily ways, 


laugh it’s just a lucky break, don’t take 
it personally, that | wasn’t the one 
who designed this stupid game, 


that one day I'll be gone, 

that someone at the funeral 
will invent a brand-new word, 
for all the intercourse 

we never had, 


that Hasbro will approve it 
overnight, christen a new edition, 
say it’s worth every 

fucking point that it’s been given. 
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Milestones 


| missed my car’s odometer 
hitting the 100,000 mark, 
despite my awareness 

it was coming, that at 99,999 
it was just a quick jaunt 

to the grocer’s, 


that I’d happily watch it roll, 
purchase a bottle of champagne, 
toast my Chevrolet’s achievement. 


But then | got distracted by 
a woman and her dog, 

how sexy she looked 

as she walked, wondering 
if she was single, 

if the calico kept her up 
with its incessant, midnight 
bark. 


By the time | remembered to 
check, the number read 
100,001 


and | cursed that damned diversion, 
that it could take me years 

to reach two hundred 

thousand Ks, 
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that I’d have to drive 
across the continent, say to hell 
with the price of gas, 


that my eyes will lock obsessively 
on the dashboard, 
in the hours I’m getting close, 


that I'll disregard the safety 
of other drivers, pedestrians, 
the moment I’m within 

the final roll, creeping at 

a turtle’s vexing pace 

in NYC, 


ignoring the crown of the Chrysler, 
its delightful Art Deco, 

the look of Lady Liberty 

from the road along 

the Hudson, 


or if you find me in LA, that 
Hollywood will fail 


to get a glance, 


that I’ll never know how right 
the Beach Boys were, 
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about California Girls, 

not daring to peek at their legs, 
the swaying of their hips, 

lest a second landmark moment 
fall to waste, 


and I’m mapping out another 
winding trek, 

through the blandest fields 
imagined, 


only risking that a scarecrow 
or a farmer’s lovely daughter 
will snatch my gaze. 
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Paper Mate 


There used to be 
a cache of pens 
beside this register, 


in this book shop 
where | work, 
bagging authors 
and wishing folks 
a lovely day. 


At 9:15 am, 

paper cup of 
coffee in my hand, 
| see there’s only 
one, 


in the china mug 

that held them, 

a mug that 

one time carried 

morning’s freshly 
roasted brew. 


My boss spots 
my confusion, 
says she’s making 
things efficient, 
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says it takes 

an extra second 

to pick one needed for 
a note, for when a 
senior saunters in, 
wanting to write a 
cheque, 


that choice is overrated, 
a purveyor of wasted 
hours 

once the end of the 
year is tallied. 


| don’t equate 
efficiency 
with anal- 
retentiveness, 


wonder what 

| can possibly do 

in that tick of time— 
a quantum sliver 
that’s been saved. 


She tells me much 
can be accomplished, 


adding light makes the most 
of every moment, 

no matter how 

miniscule, 


moving three-hundred-thousand 
K’s that very instant, 


making me ashamed, 
that I’ve failed to give 


a second what it’s due, 


that I'll blink as fast 
as | can, 


seeing all the grandeur 
she’s achieved, 


tell her about the way 
in which Ill top it. 
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Autocorrect 


Nobody says terrific anymore 
and now | think | know why. 


| really did enjoy the author’s 
reading yesterday, 

and of course | bought her book— 
immersing myself in its pages, 

a stock of linen cream, 

as soon as I’d gotten home, 
flipping fervently at first 

to gauge its spectrum, then 
engrossing myself with her 
poems, grateful that 

she’d signed it with my name 
correctly spelt—fawning over the flow of 
every letter, their hypnotic swirl, 
a look of calligraphy. 


A century ago, people took great 
pride in penmanship, 

just find an antique book 

and see the script of dedication 
for yourself—flawless, easy to 
decipher, no one needing to type 
to make a note that’s /egible. 


But a pen is not the subject of this 
story, it isn’t titled “Longhand”, 


and | admit that I’ve digressed: 


the aforementioned author 
posted a pic on Instagram— 
one of her behind the mic, 
holding the book which | adore, 
the local literati 

keenly watching— 

though | only see the back 

of static heads. 


Those who were there 
offer comments on the post: 
Awesome! Amazing! You rocked! 


A single wish I could have been there 
from a distant out-of-towner. 


And then my own 
digital chance 

to chime right in: 
You were terrible! 


and my horror when | 
reappeared to read 
the other comments, 
thirteen hours later, 
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when | just got home from work, 
the author acknowledging each 
with a sunshine-happy face, 

or red and purple hearts— 

my own remark ignored, 

then seeing I’d been unfollowed 
as a result. 


You were terrific! | frantically 
type, wishing to make amends, 
TERRIFIC!!! 


hoping there was still a chance 
to delete my prior post, 
that perhaps she hadn’t noticed, 


would be empathic with my plight, 


that she’d understood the perils 
of ‘23, 


that autocorrect’s 
the villain, she’s only 
collateral damage, 


that | loved every minute 

of her reading, will never box 
her book, expel it to 

Value Village, 
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write sorry | fucked things up 
if my own turn in life 

ever comes, spouting verses 
in the biggest room 

a bookstore kindly offers, 


breaking the fire code, 
people plopped in listeners’ laps 
just in order to squeeze them in, 


that I’ll take a gander 

at the crowd 

every moment that | can, 

scan for her in the heeding throng, 
looking up from the printed page 
far more often than | should, 
shroud the copy | signed for her 
ahead of time, 


my new bestseller, 

though fearful she’s somehow 
seething at the back, 

scowling at my visage 
incognito, 


just waiting for the chance 
to wreak her vengeance. 
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Meter Maid 


Lovely Rita, meter maid, 
nothing can come between us 
—The Beatles 


The parking meter has ripped me off 
again. Granted, a quarter doesn’t buy a lot 
these days, 12 minutes 

in the crumbling core, 

and there’s little | could have done 

in that paltry span: 


watch an addict score some meth, perhaps, 
or a behemoth lumber towards me 
with his biceps freshly inked; 


or maybe spy the hoodied teen 
in front of the Cash and Dash, 
with all of the windfall 

from a senior’s cheque. 


Shaking this rusty contraption 
accomplishes nothing—neither does 
thrashing the part that promises 
each Sunday will be free— 

which does me no good 

on this middle-of-the-week 

kind of moment. 
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I’m yearning for the world 

that’s gone away, in which Petula 
Clark had sung to go Down- 
town; 


storefront windows 

filled with stock, 

the bustle of suits and dresses, 
a cop directing traffic, 

with seldom a skateboard seen. 


| would have waited 

for Lovely Rita 

to arrive, 

the heat from her sultry sway, 


her expunging this metal rogue 
of the piece of change 
it stole from me, 


saying it buys a leisurely stroll, 
a chance to see the sun 
ascend its zenith, 


with plenty of time for coffee 
at the shop around the corner, 


or maybe /unch and herbal tea, 
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that she’ll join me 
once she’s dispensed with 
all her tickets. 


43 


Peggy and the Disciples of Joseph Smith 


| should have called ahead, | know, 
not ring the bell incessantly, 

barge through your unlocked door 
like some Latter-Day Saint 

who won't take no for an answer. 


You were leaning back on the couch, 
slices of cucumber on your eyes, 

your head wrapped tightly in a towel— 
the look of a fortune teller in a trance, 
one trying to slow the march of aging, 
your bathrobe swathed around you 

as if you’d just stepped out of the shower. 


You’re annoyed by my chuckle, 

say I’m dismissive of natural methods, 
scowl when | say that salami works 
just as well, fume that | have no 
empathy for animals, that a true 
vegetarian wouldn’t make such a joke. 


| should have been more considerate, 
not correlate your get-up with the circus, 
say your eyes were simply resting 

from long hours with a crystal ball, 

that you failed to predict my coming, 
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that you could’ve answered the door 
like my cranky old neighbour once did, 
when a pair from Salt Lake City 
disturbed his Sunday football game, 


that he’d greeted them in the nude, 
and to this very day swears he’s never 
seen a Mormon ever since. 
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Methocarbamol, 1500mg 


I’m unable to open 

my tiny bottle of pills. 

No matter the effort, 

the creases of strain upon my face 
and its fervent flush of red, 


no matter how forcibly 

| push the cap down, twist it to the side 
as instructed, it simply won’t release 
its chalky stash. 


There is tamper proof, child proof, 
and then there’s paranoid— 

that a psychopath might taint 

this guarded cache, laugh 

in his mother’s basement as | gag 
on arsenic, wishing me well 

in hell. 


| picture Sisyphus on steroids, 
his inability to budge a puny pill, 
its supposed stoney ascent, 


and the child of the Hulk 

and Hercules, teeth clenched in frenzy, 
veins popping under the skin 

of his brawny arms, 
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as this vessel begins to mock 

with its modest plastic, 

its illusion of simplicity, 

that a little old lady from church 
sprung these oblong captives free; 
that he was cocky, overconfident, 
that he’d finally met his match. 


Oh, did | tell you? The meds are muscle 
relaxants, designed to loosen the grip upon 
my back; that | am powerless to bend, 
touch my toes; that a game of Twister 

is out of the question; 

that I’m even going barefoot 

since it’s impossible to pull up my socks; 


that this agony of exertion 
exasperates my condition, 

is another prime example of the 

cure being worse than the disease, 
one it swore would be vanquished, 
with an eight-ounce glass of water 
filled with ease from the kitchen sink. 
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Ablutions 


We’re cleansed, supposedly, 
by this priest who signs the 
cross of Christ’s forgiveness 
in the air, the beating upon 
our breasts 


replaced by our relief, that we’ve 
dodged the flaming bullet, 

an eternal state that burns 

with our regret. 


What will Heaven be like? 
our fledgling niece 
inquires, on her day 

of confirmation. 


As godparents, 

we tempt with clouds 
of cotton candy, 

the honeyed mists 

of the beloved 

we said goodbye to 
long ago, 


the myths of endless cake and 
chocolate rivers, 
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that she in her diabetic 
state 
has yet to savour, 


that every sugared thing 
of taste and sight 

will enthrall in 
perpetuity, 


her angelic ears 
deaf 

to the gnashing 
from the damned 
who missed the cut, 


the shrieks subdued 
by choirs 

singing their sweet, 
incessant praise. 
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Patrick, 50 years later 


yes, you're sure 
it must be him, 
the one we won’t 
acknowledge 

as We pass, 


the kid 

who wasn’t shy, 
gave a kiss 

to his beloved 

in the gym, 
another boy 

a single grade 
from junior high, 
curls a coronet, 


stayed after class in 
the principal's office, 
scrawling lines of 

| must not 

| must not 

| must not 


got a beating from 
a gang of youths 
who’d heard, 


nose a shed of red, 
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eye a swelling orb, 
fag! with every jarring 
punch and kick, 


admonished by his dad 
who was embarrassed, 
told to never 

touch Martin 

again, under threat 

of second thrashing, 


now sits sighing 
ona peeling bench 
for two, 

that borders the 
city park, 


where all the homeless 
reassemble, 

for change and cast-off 
fare, 


heeding a preacher’s 
threat of flames: 


men with men 
doing what is 
shameful 
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rocking back and forth, 
agéd with a 
drool, 


fingers too gnarled 

to feed the birds, 

as he did in adolescence, 
when the sun pulsed on 
arrhythmically. 


yes, him we will shun. 
yes, from him we will flee— 


what’s left of his voice 
a mere sibilant: 


| loved you 


| loved you 
| loved you 
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This is all you learned from your trip 


to the tabloid stand 


That walking isn’t as pleasant 
as you'd envisioned, 

your memories 

like the brazen cars 

behind you, 

running amber lights 

and spitting smoke, 
indifferent on 

your quest to cross the street, 
the man who’s selling news 
annoyed by a nickel 

you say you’re short. 


That the Prince of Wales 

is bald before his time, 

that toupées are not befitting 
for a King, that Republic 

will be declared before ascent— 
waiting for Godot and for what? 


That your sneakers 

are tearing suddenly 

in the rain, 

that they are cheap, 

that leaves clog the sewers 

and your socks are soaking wet, 
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to microwave 

a dumb idea, 

thinking they’ll warm and dry, 
not guessing 

they’ll start to flame, 

the firemen 

becoming angry 

when they see the reason why. 


That within 

a crowded hospital, 

your mother’s stuck in bed, 

on the 10" or 11" floor, 

you really can’t remember 
because you never visit her, 

save the time you needed money, 
brought her crosswords 

but in Dutch, 

discarded in the dumpster 

near the Starbucks coffee shop, 
and you never bothered to check 
if they were English 

or ever solved. 


That somewhere on the beach 
in Monaco, 


celebrities plunge in surf, 
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bake in Mediterranean 
sun, 

hope they’re properly 
buffed and waxed 

lest paparazzi 

snap their flaws. 


That you’d wanted 

to breathe some blooms 
throughout this morning’s 
mile walk, 

foregoing 

the check on forecasts, 
too impatient to read 

at home, 

the soggy pages ripping 
as they’re turned, 

the wind smelling more 
and more of worms. 
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Balaclava 


On your way out, 
you'd asked me if | 
needed anything, 
that you’d be back 
in 45 minutes, that | 
needn’t accompany, 
bother with a coat 
and boots, hands 
fumbling the keys 
as | tend to do 
when wearing my 
insulated gloves. 


| was craving 
something sweet, 
perhaps a dessert 
from the Greek 
restaurant 

where we’d dined 

a week before, knowing 
it was on your way 

to the mall, that 
baklava was on their 
take-out menu, 

that you could get one 
for yourself if you’d 
like but I didn’t tell you 
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all of that, just 
baklava, baklava, 


feigning gratitude 
when you returned 
with a ski mask 

in your hand, 

black acrylic, polyester, 


to guard my 

face from the biting 
wind, keep the snow 
from melting in my 
hair, 


shrouding my chagrin, 

this / love you a little bit less 
you'd inflicted on me 

the night | mistook your 
cannoli for cannelloni, 

your scowl a sign that 

the sugar was sorely 
missed, that an entrée 
wasn’t what you’d wanted, 
that dessert alone would have 
sufficed, that Mrs. Tonelli’s 
family recipe 

had no chance to appease, 
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no matter the scent 
of sauced tomatoes, ricotta’s 
scaling steam, 


vowing to warm 

on that night of deathly 

chill, which kept us from holding 
hands or at least that’s what 
we’d said during the long and 
bitter walk back to our car, 

still coated in ice 

two-to-three blocks away. 
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Boiling Point 


It seems like I’ve been standing here 
for half an hour, doing nothing but wait 
for this simple pot of water to come 

to a boil. Both the oven and the frying 
pan have done their diligence, 

the protein and the starch 

ready to be consumed. 


A watched pot never boils, 

you remind me, as well as the 
little trees of broccoli 

awaiting their steamy plunge. 

| find that proverb annoying, 
that Franklin when he coined it 
had surrendered much too soon, 
impatient with the bubbles 
that never showed, their 
inconsiderate conceit, like 

a never-seen character 

from a future Beckett play. 


| will prove him wrong, 

| insist, eager to outwit 

an American Founding Father, 
an inventor who could never 
find an answer to this problem. 
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I’ll wait as long as it takes 

to see the truth of Celsius played, 
that one-hundred searing degrees 
will do the trick, eventually, 
whether | watch it like an eagle 
or not. 


Hawk, you say in gentle correction, 
I’ve clearly mixed-up my birds, 
that one is far more patient than 
the other, knows to bide its time, 
while the eagle is much too busy 
being the emblem for USA. 


| will be lauded 

for my forbearance 

by the world; 

have a shiny, front-page photo 
in every single paper 

on the planet—the one of me 
and this stubborn pot, 

that it was the first to finally 
blink, 


giving in to the laws of physics 
though it took what felt like decades 


to occur, 
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long after the media 

had unloaded all their cameras, 
reporters’ questions petered out 
on live TV, 

with the Ripley’s team arriving 
in the nick of time, 

the seconds that it happened, 
deemed it unbelievable 

even for them. 
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The Last Milkman 


The last milkman on Earth 

is actually a woman, but that’s 

not what’s central to this poem. 

The fact that there’s still a milk person 
surprises many, much like the very 
last Blockbuster in Oregon, still 

doling out DVDs and those musty 

VHS that no one ever bought over 

the past 38 years. Last Starfighter, 
anyone? 


The last milkman on Earth 

doesn’t need a truck—she’s got 
one of those “smart cars” 

that can’t possibly get any smaller, 
with a single block of ice that keeps 
her cargo fresh and cool. 


She’s got 3 customers: Ms. Elsie Krinkle, 
Rev. Jeb McNaughton, and, surprisingly, 
Jake Spinoszi, who plays on the high school 
football team there in Hoochie Corners, 
Omaha. Or is it Nebraska or Kentucky? 


The townsfolk say that quarterback Jake 
is concussed four times over, 
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that he imagines every car that whizzes 
by to be a horse-and-buggy, 

that his shelves are full of history, 

that he’s more than a dimwit jock, 


that his grandpa long since dead 
calls him into the house at night 
when he’d rather stay up to watch the stars, 


that the last milkman on Earth is mixing some 


moonshine in with the curdled flagon of the 


cow, an irresistible concoction, that the night 


before last he’d never gotten so 
goddamned drunk in all of his miserable life. 
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Algorithms 


After thirty years of struggle, 

I’ve penned my masterpiece. 

It’s the poem | can gloat is perfect: 
funny, heart-wrenching, born of 
blood and sweat 

with not a hackneyed phrase 

to be found. 


| call it my magnum opus, 
think I’ve reached top- 
echelon, that I’ll have to 
conjure up a way to make my 
humble brag sincere. 


It’s flawless in its cadence, 
accent after accent, 
but to attract the avant-garde, 
I’ve thrown in extra lines 
that look 

look | 


like 
this 


knowing it’s innovative, 
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that if everyone’s being innovative 
it’s still called innovative, 

and to fail to see my genius 
means you’re clearly just jejune. 


| refuse to send it to a journal 

unless they publish it right away, 
allow me to pick the font 

and put my face upon the cover— 
filtered, the one that sweeps the 
crow’s feet from my eyes, 

masks the freckles that haven’t faded, 
turns my grey to lightning blond. 


| post it in a hurry to my accounts, 
wish the Facebook, Twitter crowds 
could have seen it in the making, 

like watching Rodin sculpt his Thinker, 


that | should have up- 

loaded the entire process, 

let them see the brandy 

that | guzzled, 

as if | were drinking 

Dylan Thomas under the table. 


After half-an-hour, | wonder 
why it’s still without a like, 
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that it probably isn’t showing 
in the feed, 

that it’s all a conspiracy, 
between Musk and Zuckerberg, 
that what Penelope put 

on her fucking toast 

is considered more important; 


that they’re the lowest, common 
denominator, the plebeians, who 
wouldn’t know a chef-d'ceuvre 

if they stopped and sat on it; 


that all the other poets are simply 
jealous, afraid I’ll show them up, 
that they’Il look like grade-school 
jinglers compared to me, 

that I’ll crash their open mic, 

say to hell with allotted time; 


that Auden is put to shame, 
that I’ve trumped his Icarus, 
that no one will give a shit 
about his wings from here on in; 


that the ship will thumb its nose 
instead of sailing calmly on. 
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Freemasons 


We've finally 
found some friends 
with whom to dine, 


and I’d better 
get it right 
this time, you say— 


not sour them 
with puns 
and boomer jokes. 


| note their Honda 
on their driveway 
upon arrival, 

spot the Masonic 
square and compass 
on their plate— 
capital G 

within the middle. 


Don’t even think 
about a gag 
while we’re here, 
my wary 

wife has warned, 
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and | grudgingly 
acquiesce, 

am courteous 

through hors d’oeuvres, 
toast politely 

with our wine. 


But during dinner 
| can’t resist, 
conjure up a tale 
that’s extra lame 
(even for me): 


| knewaman 
named “Mason,” 
a journeyman 

at the lodge. 


He’d been unjustly 
thrown in jail. 


His pals all got 
together, 

holding signs 
along the sidewalk 
out in front, 
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saying FREE MASON 
THE FREEMASON! 


He was freed in 
fifteen minutes, after his cell 
was left AJAR— 


get it?! 


It went without 

a chuckle, 

you buried your face 
in your hands. 


Half an hour later, 
once we've left 
without dessert, 

you scold me in the car 
before we’re home. 


It could have been 
much worse, | state 
in my defence, 

if I'd mentioned 
conspiracies— 
blathering 

about the way 
they rule the world, 
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that their secret 
initiations 

consist of bondage 
and of blood, 


that they’re really 
misogynists, 
ever-plotting, 


that there’s never 
a single window 
where they meet. 


And one fine day 
they’ll do it, 
build a Temple 
to the sky, 


take advantage 
of their skill 


in geometry, 


take the entire 
cosmos over, 


do it stone 
by stone by stone. 
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April Fools 


Pity poor Chauntecleer, 
tricked into believing 

it was March 32, 

an interpretation that 
your English prof provided, 
in the Canterbury Tales, 


and thus it began, 

the day of practical joking 
that both of us despise, 
when friend and foe alike 
will have us fall 

for tired jests, 


and sometimes this is true, 
we’ve been hoodwinked by a lie, 
that this only serves 

to anger us the more. 


But this April 1°* is worse, 

your colleague at the office 
saying now it lasts a month, 

that the pranks will barge on past 
their best before, 


and he’Il tell you that you’re fired, 
the tire on your car is running flat, 


that Putin’s won the Peace Prize 
and Trump is a Buddhist monk. 


You'll say it makes no sense, 
it’s obviously fictitious, 

that the Nobels aren’t doled 
until December, 

and that hair 

would never be shaved; 


and despite advancements 

in Al, the deep fakes 

like the real McCoy, 

he’ll never make you question 
what is real. 


We’ll mark each day with an X, 
say that three weeks in 

we’re sick, that it’s only 

part of the game, 


and we’ll never leave the house, 
we'll turn off our computers, 


until May Day! May Day! 
comes from the kid 


across the street, 
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ironically shouting it’s safe, 
the inanity has ended, 


that we’ll laugh at this final 

pull upon our legs, 

assuming all is well 

and just another month’s begun. 
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99.9% 


The label on our Clorox 
boasts its rate of 
annihilation, 

killing ninety-nine 
point nine percent 

of germs. 


We see a million 
disinfectants 
onTV, 

all claiming 
they’ll obliterate 
nearly every 
pathogen. 


But who’s 

the stubborn microbe 
keeping products 
from perfection— 


immune, taunting 
from the edge 

of the precipice? 
Cleansers 


from the ‘80s 
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were within a 
whiff of flawless, 


like a climber 
half-a-step 
from an icy summit; 


a bowler 
just a pin 
from a perfect game; 


a painter 
merely a stroke 
from masterpiece— 


that four full 
decades later 
we’ve not progressed, 


so far and yet so close, 


stumped why 
ninety-nine point nine 
was quick and easy, 
double zero 

decimal one 

so very hard; 
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why the starting 
pitcher made it 
into the ninth, 


retired twenty-six 
at-bats without a hit 
or man on base, 


why he walked 
the nervous rookie 
after a count 

of oh-and-two, 


need relief 

from a shaky bullpen 
to finally win this 
fucking game. 
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Horticulture 


| murder every houseplant 
that | purchase. 

Not deliberately, of course, 
like some serial killer 

in search of stalks and leaves, 
but an accidental agent 

of their demise, 

thus involuntary 
plantslaughter 

is more befitting. 


My weapon of choice 

is water, that there’s a 

fine line between 

just enough and far too much, 
a single drop the difference. 


And | wish the ivy and the ferns 


could somehow speak, 
tell me this is great 
and no more please, 


with a few more inches 
to the left 

guiding their placements 
by the light, 
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that they could tell me 
what kind of songs 

they like to hear, 

that maybe Motley Criie 
ain’t the greatest choice. 


My green thumb has become 
a midnight black; 

| should get 

another hobby, 

one that doesn’t end in 
genocide. 


| envision my arrival 
at the greenhouse, 
just beyond 

the city limits, 

the flora cringing 

at the sight 

of my shopping cart, 
knowing I’ve come 
for their generation, 
that they might as well 
start climbing 

out of their pots, 
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throw themselves to the 
floor, to be swept away 
and bagged, 


aware their odds are better 
in the compost, 
when the sun 
crashes through 
organic waste, 
when the clouds 
drop their store 
of saving rain, 

if I’m not 

within a mile 

of their shoots. 
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Early Birds 


You’re up before the sun, 
clattering away in the kitchen, 
and | don’t bother 

to stay in bed, 

roll to my side 

with the pillow over my ear. 


The early bird gets the worm, 
you greet me in platitude, 
hoping you’ve made espresso 
to make amends for this affront. 


We'll spend this pre-dawn hour 
discussing birds, 

and I'll say none of this is worth it, 
for them or for us but more so 
just for them, with no caffeine 

to ease the lift from slumber, 

no scores from the night before 
piquing their curiosity, 

when the game was still ongoing 
and they’d already gone to bed; 


that it’s all for the sake of 


consumption, the slimy 
wriggle of worm, 
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how gross it must be 

in their beaks, the gulp and 
sickening swallow, 

that it must be hard 

to keep it down, 

with only water to clean their 
palates. 


It might be more worthwhile 

if they awakened under moonlight 
for an omelette, 

crépes with maple syrup, 

at least some Frosted Flakes, 


that to stumble in the dark 
without a shower, or the 
aroma of Columbian 

roast, is nothing short 

of a living hell, 


that even in the flames, 

the devil offers up 

a cup of brew, that a slice of 
blackened toast 

is so much better 

than the squirm, 

in mud and then in mouth, 
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that | never have to wonder 
if what’s in me is still alive, 
writhing in the acid 

of my stomach, 


never employing 
their example 
to seize the day, 


that I’d rather perish 


in my sleep than face another 
bloody morning eating death. 
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Ratios 


There are 20 quadrillion 

ants upon the Earth, 

at least that’s what the experts 
gauge, and there’s two-and-a-half 
million for every human. 


| don’t find that comforting, 

that there’s fifteen fucking zeroes 
after twenty, 

that I’m somehow 

responsible 

for 2,500,000 ants, 

feel unsure of what to do 

with that amount, 


and if my neighbour were to die, 
do | care for twice as much? 


Ants can look after themselves, 

you remind me, speaking of their 
diligence, the way they stick together, 
that their antennae relay messages 
much faster than our texts, 

adding they could conquer us 
anytime, if they really wanted to, 
from their colonies around the house, 
that they’re content 

to simply go about their business, 


hard-working communists 
that they are. 


| feel the need to get away, 
where I’d forget about the ants, 
do some tourist kind of things, 
take in New York City in the fall, 
breathe the crisp of Brooklyn air, 
find all of the varied spots 
where Seinfeld had been set. 


Seated behind your laptop, 
you declare there’s over 

two million rats in NYC, 

that it’s not as bad as it sounds, 
say there’s four of us 

for every one of them, 


that we could saunter 
through Central Park, 
extol the spectrum 

of the leaves, 

catch some vintage jazz 
in Greenwich Village, 


while we wonder if these 
vermin know the ratio, 
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that it actually falls 

within our favour, 

every time they migrate from 

the sewers, join us on the subway, 
risk our baited traps, 


if that bite of smelly pizza’s 
really worth it, 

for them, for us, 

and the anxious Italian baker, 


who never checks what’s crawling 
around his feet. 
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Wild Bill McKeen 


This village 

through which we’re 
driving is home 

to “Wild Bill McKeen” 


and though we haven’t 
a clue who he is— 

or was— 

his name is on 

a banner in the air, 
tied to a pair of 
streetlights 

to make certain 

we’ll never miss it. 


The posted limit 
of speed is only 
30, and there’s 
not a lot to look at 
so we defer to 

our conjectures 

as we crawl— 


surmise 

he’s a hockey 

player, spent his time 
in the penalty box, 
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a master of slash 
and slew foot, 
told the refs to 
go fuck off, 

took a piss 

on the Lady Byng. 


We then travel 
back in time, 

think he may have 
robbed a coach, 
rustled cattle, 
outdrew the county 
sheriff after starting 
a barroom brawl. 


We think of synonyms 
for wild, 

saying his hair was 
endless, unruly, 

he’d grown a beard 
from chin to foot, 
grunted like an ape, 
clutching a raw steak 
with savage hands— 
tearing off the 
pieces with his teeth. 
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In minutes 

we’re back 

in the country, racing 
past the farms 

and grazing horses, 
say his rep 

was overblown, 


mere hyperbole, 


from the folks 
who’ve led some 
pretty boring lives, 


that Wild Bill McKeen 
took his steaming 
cup of coffee 
without cream, 


once jaywalked 
across the road 
while it was raining, 


returning a book 


overdue 
by a day, 
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never guessing 
he’d be immortal 
ona sign, 


or better yet— 
ina poem, 


by someone too lazy 
to google 
his claim to fame. 
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Extra Strength 


Everything you’ve bought is 
Extra Strength. 


There isn’t a single 
case of Regular 

in the bag, 

from your trip to the 
pharmacy, 

one in which frugality 
went away. 


Here’s the anti-nauseant 
Extra Strength, 

able to overcome 

a Tilt-A-Whirl; 


the dish soap Extra Strength— 
baked-on cheese 
beware! 


The pain pills 
Extra Strength— 
ones to smash 
our headaches to 
smithereens. 
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Why waste time 

with average, 

you say to my chagrin, 
when the stuff 

with much more muscle 
is only a dollar more, 

a trifling bit of change 
that’s worth our added 
peace-of-mind. 


| note you’ve grabbed some 
bug spray, 

for the flies who sail in 
circles around the fridge, 
that the hiss and mist 

of common 

clearly failed, 


that these pests 
had grown emboldened 
as a result, 


stuck their tongues 
out minutes later, 
mocked us with their 
stunning pirouettes, 
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that you’ve found them 
in the cookies 

ever since, 
unbeknownst 

you’re back with 
reinforcements, 


a Mighty Thor and Samson 
in acan, 


one in which a Smith 


and Jones and Miller 
aren’t found. 
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Crying 


When | walked into 
the kitchen 
you were crying. 


It’s from the onions, 

you sobbed, 

chopping them to bits, 

to be added to our weekly 
wok—not from the horrid 
thing | said to you 

the night before, 


that words have never 
hurt you, 


that their sting is soothed 
in sauce, the one both 
sweet and sour— 


no, just sour, 
so very, very sour. 
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Mahavira 


I’ve fallen in love 
with every animal 
in the world. 


So much so 
I’m unable to do a thing 
around the house. 


You ask me to clean 
the windows so they'll 
shine, and | say that 
spotlessness will harm 
the backyard birds, 


the thud of slam 

and sudden death, 

that I'll be triggered 

by the sight of feathers, 
a blue jay’s broken neck 
and fractured skull. 


Our vacuum is an enemy 

of ahimsa, that Sanskrit 

word of peace for every 

Jain, non-violence 

with every step, that I’ve studied 
Mahavira— 
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am convinced 

the spiders in our carpet 
smell of sentience; 

that to suck up their silky 
webs, their eggs and 
future offspring, would be 
nothing short of murder. 
Live and let live, 

in all those corners 

we never look at 
anyway. 


I’d wash the supper 

dishes, dust the counter- 
tops, if it weren’t for the 
microbes and the mites, 
that they’ve existed 

much longer than we have, 


that to disregard their feelings 
due to stature 

is clearly sizeist— 

they’re in a universe 

all their own 

and we surely wouldn’t like it 
if a colossus 

of cosmic proportions 

did the very same to us. 


And the reason | refuse 

to cut the lawn? The mower is 
a guillotine on wheels, 

one that would make Napoleon 
cringe, 


that the field mouse in the grass 
has done nothing to deserve 
this dreadful fate, 

that both of us 

will reap from lofty turf, 


you with your toes 

in the soft of green, 

me with my feet 

on the ottoman, 

cheering when the quarterback 
is sacked, by the defensive 

end who’s never squashed 

a bug since he was born. 
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Lorraine, In Memoriam 


You said you'll get over 
your sister’s passing 
once the crescendo 

to come at the end of 
time crashes its 
reckoning cymbals 


and the hourglass 
expunges its sand 
through a quark- 
sized vertical crack. 


| say it’s when breath is 
the exhalation 

of every grain of grit 
that the city heaps 

into its stagnant excuse 
for air; 


when the postman 
indifferent to your pain 
offers up an embrace 

as if he were your brother 


and death drops its 
letter in the mail 
confessing that it loves 
yOu SO. 


Victor 


Our friend prefers Victor 

to Vic. He has no patience 

for those too lazy 

to include the second syllable. 


What’s the big deal? 

he hears, from Steve 

not Steven, Dave not David, 
Mike not Michael. 


His parents 

had stayed up 

throughout the night, 

just days before he was born, 
chose Victor over 100,000 
others, that they declined to 
save some dollars 

on the engraving of his bracelet, 
never falling to truncation, 


that Vic 

was nowhere to be spoken, 
from junior kindergarten 
to MBA, 

birthday gifts unopened 

if a short-form had been 
scrawled, 
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saying 

it wasn’t him, 

that he refused to wear a lanyard 
pre-scribed with Sharpie black, 
by someone who assumed 

it didn’t matter, 


and he won’t check-in 
to the hospital 

on point of death 

if they get it wrong, 


swearing 

the carver of his tombstone 
had better etch 

in all six characters, 


just a single letter shy of 
seventh heaven, 

the luck of the dice, 

a wonder of the world, 


that he really doesn’t 

need to adday, 

knowing that to him will go 
the spoils either way. 
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Knick-Knack 


The schnauzer figurine | gave you 
was dismissed as a knick-knack, 

a worthless ornament, 

unable to bestow its 

love, wag its tail, or beg for a walk 
around the block. 

You’ll never have to clean up 
after it, | said, knowing that 
“poop ‘n’ scoop” was outside 
your realm of comfort, that it would 
never shed its coat or 

grind your brand-new slippers 
with its teeth. 


| had a real-life version of it 

once, | confess, revealing 

the reason for this ceramic imitation, 
rubbed its head against my shins 

even when it wanted nothing from me 
at all. 
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Scream 


At this very moment there’s a scream. 
| hear it though | don’t, as | type these 
indifferent letters on this page. 


The page this poem was printed on 
heard a scream. 

It was once a tiny segment 

of a tree—one that lived ona 
distant grove 

within earshot of sucha 

screech. 


Of course I’ve never 

seen a tree 

with human ears, so I'll imagine 
instead the lumberjack, 

or maybe the fellow 

at the sawmill 

who snagged the sound— 

amid the whirl of blade and cut, 
unable to decipher the difference. 


As you read these wayward words, 
someone in this world 

has started screaming. 

Maybe in the city where you live, 
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cushioned by the walls 

that couldn’t care. If they did 

they’d make you sit up in your chair, 
eye the painting that was birthed— 
while a million Haitians starved— 
and listen to the fucking scream, 
how it floats in innocent 

air, simply bouncing off the bricks 
while you bliss 

in ignorance. 


This record I’m enjoying 
contains a scream. It’s playing 
as | write 

and the singer’s 

long-since dead. But here he is, 
crooning with an orchestra 

in 1943. At that very instant 
(September 6" 

in the liner notes), 

a father in Dachau 

is being tortured, his shriek of pain 
too faint to be embedded, 

in the grooves of mellow jazz, 
but it’s in there nonetheless, 
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while this tenor’s voice 

is forever locked in joy, 
knowing love will find a way 
to his lady’s heart, 

his biggest worry 

hoping he’s not 

off-key, that they’ll do 
another take 

if that’s the case, 


not considering 

that a child’s seen 

her mother being raped, 

just a block from CBS, 

that her scream 

might somehow 

make it onto vinyl, infinitesimal 
as it is, 


that you’d need 

some giant headphones 
just to catch it, 

ones the size of Brooklyn, 


that it’s right before the chorus, 
so callous with every spin. 
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Incongruity 


Your mother was alluring in the nude. 

| say this because you left the photo album 
on the table. Did shyness overcome her 
when she picked up the pics at the Fotomat? 


We are the only creatures, clothed. 
All the others haven’t a stitch 
and we say we are enlightened. 


All of us are naked in the shower. 
| don’t mean at once, in the same stall. 
Just the thought will make us wince. 


Back to the point about the clothing. 
Do the children who sew for a pittance 
make it moral? 

Was the cotton picked to the lash 

the sign of some godly purity? 


Woman is whom God should have made 
in the beginning. A more admirable name 
for each animal. 

Someone the Lord 

would not have said no to 

regarding the leaves and fruit of trees. 
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| plucked the olives from the salad 
and that made it less than Greek. 
| retained the blocks of feta 

and considered German-Jew. 

It’s been an oxymoron 

since nineteen-thirty-three. 

Bring me beer from Bavaria 

and hot latkes from the slum. 

I’ll gladly show you 

what can and can’t go together. 


A frown is a smile 
standing on its head. 


Feet are a pair of hands 
unwilling to clasp in prayer. 


Toes are cognisant 
that fingers are more lovely— 
so they never stretch for the sky. 


Unable to offer light of its own, 
the moon is but a mirror for the sun 
in which to worship its own reflection. 


What is ugly, anyway? 
Is it the absence of beauty 
or too much of it all at once? 
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On the Banality of Bananas 


The bananas we bought at the grocers 
are all bruised. Half-an-hour ago, 
when we placed them gently in our cart 
they were immaculate, blemish-free, 
their green beginning to recede 

in favour of a yellow that says 

they’re ready for the kitchen, 

like September’s supplantation 

of the summer’s verdancy, 

foretelling leafy floating 

to the ground. 


Like the seasons, we reprise the same 
scenario every time, pick these 

phallic tubes of potassium 

just days before their peak— 

and every single week we bring them home 
they mirror a boxer 

who’s duked it out 

with raging Big George Foreman. 


Asa child, you tell me you bruised easily, 
whenever you bumped your arm 

against a door, knocked your knee 

upon a table end, were hugged 

with too much gusto 

by your great-aunt Filomena. 
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You’ve avoided shorts and t-shirts 

as you don’t want folks to misconstrue 
your patchy black and blues, 

worried Ill be glared at 

by every woman passing by. 


But back to our bananas— 

| suggest we bring some bubble wrap 
the next time we do our shopping— 
sheathe them in swaddling plastic, 
croon them off to slumber, 

lift them tenderly from the shelf, 

carry them with care as though we had 
two feathered arms, like the proverbial 
stork of old who brought the babies 

to their parents 

with never a single mark. 
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Pockets 


I’ve got one hand in my pocket 
and the other one is playin’ a piano 
—Alanis Morissette 


| can never have enough pockets. 

I’ve bought a dozen cargo pants 

for the multifarious pockets 

that they boast. No other kinds will do. 


| need a pocket for my keys. 

| need a pocket for my wallet. 

| need a pocket for my covid mask 
and ones for the notes | jot— 
with a selection of ballpoint pens. 


| realize I’ve embarrassed you on dates— 
your slacks without a ripple 

while mine are hugely bulged, 

sagging from added weight: 

my plums and water bottle, my phone and 
cigarettes, the pair of Ralph Lauren— 
hoping the lenses aren’t scratched 

by the deodorant | carry just in case. 


| bring a bar of Dove, a folded towel with me 
when we’re at the shopping mall— 


their bathrooms are notorious 
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for their running-out-of-soap, 

for their dryers on the fritz, 

that hygiene’s more important 

than my wearing some haute couture. 


And I’ve ketchup when we need it— 
the food court cutting costs, 

too cheap to include 

a packet with our fries. 


| want pockets within my pockets— 

ones that securely snug my 

Fisherman’s Friend, knowing | can’t afford 
to drop them on the floor, how germy 

that would be, though | have some sanitizer 
with me if it happens. 


You tell me | should get a better system, 
like you with your nylon purse, that women 
are a walking pharmacy, 
have ten times more to carry 
than us males, have foregone the many 
pockets since the Holocene began, 
knowing one was a pain in the ass: 
for the desert kangaroo with precious lading, 
the knackering baby within, 
hopping along the outback 
without a means to ease her burden. 
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The Final Poem on Earth 


The final poem on Earth 

has got to be 

magnificent, 

though barely few will read it. 


| hope I’m not a survivor, 
the radiated poet 

left alive, among 

a human remnant, 


that the pressure 
would be too heavy, 
that another 

should have lived 

to pen the piece, 

the bard with 90 laurels 
to her name; 


that I’m depressed 
to think of imprints 
now extinct, 


that the mammals 
in apocalypse 

will never 
comprehend. 
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But I’ve made 

the mistake 

of assumption, 

that the script will be 
in English, 


forgetting that a 

fellow from Mumbai 

might scrawl it down, 
seconds before the flash, 
the roar and melt of flame— 
entrusted in a safe; 


or perhaps a Moroccan girl, 
who lays beneath the rubble, 
fingers desperately stretching 
for a crayon that’s been broken, 
that a sheet of vellum’s near, 
that she’ll say it 

all in sijo, 


that the macaque 

who looks it over 

will consider 

just the flaws, 

that turquoise would have been 
a better choice; 
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or the misanthropic 

man who keeps his distance, 
hiding on an atoll 

like a proverbial 

Japanese, who never really 
knows the war is over, 
squeezing quatrains 

ina bottle, 

setting it afloat on ocean 
swell, 


that it will sink 
in a time of storm, 


that an octopus 
will seize 
this glassy envoy, 


popping out the cork 
like New Year’s Eve, 


extract 
the rolled-up paper 


with a tug, 


by some miracle 
understand, 
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the loops of 
indelible ink, 


that he’ll show it to 
the fish, convey his 
disappointment 
with its close, 


say the honour 

of scribing 

the final poem 

should have gone to him, 


that all of us proceeded 

from the deep, 

that he just might be 

more hopeful, say life is ever- 
tranquil in the sea, 


that he’ll surely 
compose it better 
if but pages, pen 
are granted; 


has eight 
long hands 
to write it. 
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